Bruce joined the Inns of Court Regiment, was posted to the Royal Fusiliers in Egypt, and before many days was in Gallipoli as a Captain. He was wounded, but was soon back, just after a big attack in which every officer in his battalion had been killed. He had a notable military record, winning the Military Cross and the Croix de Guerre avec palme. But at Helles he was badly wounded in the left knee, and was no longer fit for action. Indeed, he was still on crutches when the death of one of his brothers made it necessary, in 1917, for him to return to Australia, be demobilized, and take charge of the familv business; this he did with great success. Up to that time, no significant part of his adult life had been spent in Australia.
At the time of his return, he was, of course, the object of a good deal of public interest; handsome, wounded, decorated, with the War still on and the public's interest in returned servicemen acute. He made some recruiting speeches, but certainly appeared to have no thought of politics.
Then, unexpectedly, a door opened. Sir William Irvine, a lawyer of great ability, was, in 1918, appointed Chief Justice of Victoria. Irvine had been in earlier years Premier of the State of Victoria and was, at the time of his judicial appointment, Federal member for the Division of Flinders, south east of Melbourne, in the State of Victoria. Flinders was regarded by the Government-reasonably enough-as a 'safe' seat for the ruling party, the Nationalists.
There were many applicants for the party pre-selection, which was to be made by delegates from the various party branches in the electorate.
The clear favourite was Sir Edward Mitchell, K.C., a veteran of many Constitutional cases in the High Court of Australia. The writer of this memoir remembers him as a barrister of dignified bearing, a poor advocate before any critical court, a wretched public speaker, but A Great Name.
So the Party Managers in Melbourne thought of the young Bruce, who had not thought of them, for he had no discernible political ambitions. They persuaded him to let his name go forward, which meant that on selection day he would go to the headquarters town of the electorate, speak, be questioned, and sent out to await the verdict. The verdict was no certainty; the Party people in Melbourne might like Bruce, but the people who would decide were simple folk chosen by their branches. And most of them had been chosen to select Mitchell! But the unexpected happened. Having examined the applicants on the voir d i r e , the de with no forethought or sedulous preparation, with no particular ambition, Stanley Melbourne Bruce found himself a Member of the national Parlia ment in his native country, on 11 May 1918.
Before long, he was appointed Australian delegate to the annual meeting of the League of Nations. When he returned to Australia he spoke in Parlia ment and made a full and interesting report to the House. This had some of the charm of novelty for members. It was generally recognized that Young Bruce was a man marked for promotion. His characteristics were coming to be known. He was not an orator of the old model; he was sparing of wit, or 58 Biographical Memoirs verbal adornments; but he said what he had to say clearly, and with a balance which indicated an uncommonly thoughtful mind.
On 21 December 1921 he was made Treasurer (Chancellor of the Ex chequer), which of course put him in the very front rank of the Cabinet. A General Election came in December 1922. Hughes won the election, but lost a few seats. In the previous election in 1919 a new force had entered the Parliament. Earle Page entered Parliament as the Leader of the Country Party. After the 1922 election, he found himself in a position to hold the balance of power. Page was a surgeon of note; a fertile thinker but a dis orderly speaker. He had great political shrewdness and powerful ambitions. He made it clear to the Nationalists that the Country Party would not support Hughes, but would support Bruce! The Nationalists conceded, and Bruce, at the age of 39, became Prime Minister of what became known as the Bruce-Page Government, destined to endure for more than six years, and to achieve a notable record.
Never in the political history of Australia had there been, for a Prime Minister, so brief an apprenticeship to the art and science of politics.
There could have been no greater contrast than there was between Hughes and Bruce; a contrast of minds, of background, of temperament, and, as I believe, of character. Hughes, born in London of Welsh parentage, had been the founder of the Australian Waterside Workers' Federation. He went into politics and became the Labour leader. His trades union background was turbulent. He had a Celtic fire on his tongue. He possessed a cruel and devastating wit, and recked little of other men's feelings. He had enjoyed great popularity as a war-time leader, but had largely lost it. The people wanted a change from fireworks.
Hughes, quite humanly, resented his dismissal. Like the good wife in 'Tam O 'Shanter' he sat nursing his wrath to keep it warm. He was to wait six years for his revenge.
Bruce's term of office, from February 1923 to October 1929, saw great progress in Australia. His first achievement was to produce a sense of stability at home, which of course provided a good basis for investment and expansion. He saw the need for economic development and technical advancement. He sought to meet the first by establishing a Development and Migration Commission, which engaged in some valuable studies, but was not destined to endure when Bruce was defeated. He met the second by setting up C.S.I.R. (the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research) now C.S.I.R.O., which, under a succession of brilliant scientists, did great work on the problems of the farmer and grazier, on pests, on wool treatment, on pastures, on destructive plants like prickly pear, and a host of other matters. Their work continues on a greater and greater scale; it has beyond question added enormously to Australia's national production; it has achieved world wide recognition.
In the financial field, Bruce's Government will be long remembered for the creation of the Financial Agreement and the Australian Loan Council.
With a Commonwealth Government and six State Governments, all with borrowing power and with a substantial need for overseas and local capital, a great deal of competition had arisen, with competing interest rates, the inevitable result of varying degrees of State credit-worthiness. Under the Financial Agreement (which was accepted by all the States and by the electors at a Constitutional Referendum) the Commonwealth became the sole borrower under programmes periodically approved by and allocated among the States.
The Financial Agreement and the Loan Council procedures have un doubtedly had a profound effect on public finance in Australia. They have been a large factor in establishing the fiscal authority of the Central Govern ment. Naturally the States are sometimes unhappy about this Federal dominance but it would be quite safe to say that the Financial Agreement has a permanent and important place in the Australian Federal landscape. Although Bruce was to be somewhat devastatingly defeated in 1929, and for a time thereafter was almost Australia's forgotten man, his handling of the economy was of great and lasting value to Australia. Indeed, in the whole of his term of office Bruce's characteristics clearly manifested themselves. There was no flamboyancy in his make-up. What he wanted for his country was quiet and solid progress in what might otherwise have been a somewhat disturbed post-war period in her history. He was, in these matters, a prag matist in the best sense of the word. If he had devoted more of his earlier days to the study of political theories he might well, as students sometimes do, have developed certain doctrinaire ideas. But he had none. He had had business experience and had got to know a good deal about human beings. His mind entertained very few abstractions. In a real sense he might be "described as somebody who had unexpectedly found himself the Managing Director of Australia Limited (or unlimited) and was determined that the enterprise should be run on business lines.
It is a fascinating aspect of his history that when he ultimately fell in 1929, he fell because he had departed into a field of theory, under the promptings and advice of his Attorney-General, Sir John Latham, who was a dis tinguished lawyer but was disposed to think that popular problems might be solved by the application of pure reason.
Bruce had, earlier than most, a strong feeling that world economic recession might be on the way. He therefore thought that the Australian house ought to be put in order, since Australia might find herself compelled to strengthen her domestic economy in order to ride out any storm that might attack her because of her large dependence upon the world prices of her predominantly primary exports. This meant that costs must not be allowed to get out of hand. One of the elements in increasing wage costs was, as Latham advised him and as he not irrationally believed, that the industrial arbitration system in Australia was partly Commonwealth and partly State and that a disposition was arising for the Unions to play off one against the other set of tribunals in a sort of leap-frogging exercise. Bruce therefore convened a Premiers' Conference and put before the State Premiers a choice. Either the States could, under the Commonwealth Constitution, refer full industrial power to the Commonwealth or the Commonwealth would vacate the field by repealing its own legislation. The States rejected the proposal for reference of power, whereupon the Bruce Government brought in legislation to repeal in effect the Commonwealth conciliation and arbitration laws. This proved to be a politically fatal error. The Trades Unions which had secured awards on behalf of hundreds of thousands of members from the Commonwealth Arbitration Court saw that they were going to lose them. There was therefore an instant and vehement rejection of the Government's proposals by the great bodies of trade unionists in Australia. Many members of the Government parties were acutely unhappy about the proposal and the Government would in any event have been in some difficulties in Parliament. It was at this point that Hughes took his revenge. All he needed was a handful of supporters and the Bruce Government would be out. He got his supporters and the Government fell. Parliament was dissolved and the Government was heavily defeated at the 1929 Election. Bruce even lost his own blue-ribbon seat of Flinders.
It is now part of Australian political history that the succeeding Labour Government under J. H. Scullin encountered the full blast of the Great Depression and found itself obliged to take measures which cut across the whole tradition of the Labour Party. Differences arose and the Government fell after only two years of office. Bruce was re-elected for Flinders and for a time sat in the Lyons Government, which quite soon appointed him first Resident Minister and then High Commissioner for Australia in London. In spite of some of the critics who expected a High Commissioner to be a 'back-slapping' attendant to their social needs when they visited London, he was an unsurpassed High Commissioner. He gave great prestige to Australia; he attended with great skill to a series of Australian financial problems in London; he was profoundly respected both in Whitehall and the city; he had the easiest of access to Ministers from the Prime Minister down; he displayed a skill in close negotiation which had never been equalled by any Australian representative. The old complaints that he was more English than Australian faded away. He had one country to serve, his own, and he never permitted himself to forget it.
His work as Prime Minister, not fully appreciated at the time, had, as this brief note has endeavoured to make clear, permanent value. But it is quite possible to believe that some of his greatest work for Australia was done after he ceased to be Prime Minister. He was Australia's delegate to the League of Nations, and for a time President of the Council. He was Chairman of the Committee that inaugurated the World Food Council, which grew into the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization. For four years, after his retirement from political representation, he was the Independent Chairman of the World Food Council of the F.A.O., a post in which his profound enthusiasm and drive were of the greatest value to scores of new nations. He was, in the best sense, a world statesman. It is small wonder that he was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1944. It was a distinction that he greatly valued. It was a tribute to a great Australian who, both in his own country, and on behalf of his country, in London and on international bodies, had set a standard of character and realism which was widely noted and warmly approved by many millions of people. Some political figures, greatly praised or blamed at the time, tend to fade into a certain amount of obscurity when they have left the stage. Bruce was a shining example of the other kind of leader, whose services become more and more understood and appreciated as time goes on.
He died on 25 August 1967. The photograph is by Walter Bird.
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